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The  Mayflower  Story  Begins 

The  MAYFLOWER  story  begins  in  the  small 
north  Nottinghamshire  village  of  Scrooby. 

In  about  1606,  a  group  of  English  religious  ^ 
dissidents,  whom  we  know  as  ‘the  Pilgrims,’ 
formed  their  own  church  independent  of 
the  national  Church  of  England  and  its 
head,  King  James  I.  William  Brewster, 
Richard  Clifton,  William  Bradford  and 
John  Robinson  and  their  families  felt  that 
their  Christian  faith  required  a  greater 
degree  of  church  reformation  than  was  pos¬ 
sible  in  the  King’s  established  Church.  They 
therefore  decided  to  gather  themselves  into 
a  church  of  their  own  under  a  separate  cov¬ 
enant.  Such  a  move  was  considered  trea¬ 
sonous  at  a  time  when  church  and  state 
were  united,  and  the  Separatists,  as  they 
were  called,  were  forced  to  flee  the  country 
lest  they  be  imprisoned  or  even  executed  for 
their  beliefs.  After  a  disastrous  false  start  at 
Boston  in  Lincolnshire  -  where  they  were 
discovered  and  imprisoned  -  and  a  more 
successful  attempt  near  Immingham,  on 
the  Humber  River,  the  little  company  was 
able  to  emigrate  by  1609  to  the  tolerant 
haven  of  the  Netherlands. 

After  a  brief  stay  in  Amsterdam,  where 
they  were  dismayed  by  the  discord  within 
other  immigrant  English  congregations,  the 
Pilgrims  were  granted  permission  to  settle 
in  the  cloth  manufacturing  city  of  Leiden. 
They  lived  there  for  almost  12  years  under 
the  religious  leadership  of  Pastor  John  Rob¬ 
inson.  While  they  were  made  welcome  in 
Leiden  and  found  no  barriers  to  the  practice 
of  their  faith,  the  Pilgrims  still  could  not 
find  peace  and  security.  Their  poverty,  as 
foreigners  at  the  bottom  of  the  economic 


ladder,  promised  hardship  in  old  age.  Their 
living  conditions  made  it  difficult  for  the 
congregation  to  recruit  additional  English 
immigrants.  They  feared  the  loss  of  their 
English  traditions  as  their  children  were 
growing  up  Dutch  and  there  was  a  threat  of 
renewed  war  between  the  Dutch  and  the 
Spanish.  In  1618,  the  little  congregation 
made  the  momentous  decision  to  emigrate 
yet  again. 

But  where  could  they  go?  England,  their 
old  home,  was  still  closed  to  them.  They 
discussed  settling  in  South  America,  but 
decided  that  the  hot  climate  would  “not 
well  agree  with  our  English  bodies”.  There 
was  also  the  menace  of  the  neighboring 
Spanish.  On  the  other  hand,  the  Pilgrims 
were  dubious  about  joining  the  English  col¬ 
ony  of  Virginia  for  fear  of  suffering  religious 
persecution  once  again.  A  later  offer  to 
settle  under  the  auspices  of  the  Dutch  Gov¬ 
ernment  in  New  Amsterdam  was  also 
rejected.  In  the  end  they  decided  to  trust 
their  countrymen  in  Virginia  —  but  at  the 
farthest  remove  possible.  Their  goal  would 
be  the  northernmost  boundary  of  the  Vir¬ 
ginia  Company  grant,  at  the  mouth  of  the 
Hudson  River. 

Departure  to  America 
It  was  not  possible  to  just  go  to  the  New 
World  and  settle.  A  patent  or  license  to 
colonize  was  necessary  and  it  took  a  sizable 
investment  as  well.  The  English  claim  in 
America,  called  “Virginia”  in  its  entirety, 
was  divided  between  two  chartered  compa¬ 
nies  which  were  established  to  promote 
settlement  and  manage  the  resulting  “plan¬ 
tations”  or  colonies  for  the  English  Crown. 
The  London  Virginia  Company  had  juris- 


A  seaman  fills  a  canvas  bucket  with  salt  water  to  wet  down  the  decks  in  dry  weather. 


